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Abstract: This paper investigates the notion of designing opportunities for adult play
in public space. The project responds to a changing landscape of play, within a context
of worsening national mental health and a need for building resilience in our current
climate. Following a methodology that includes co-design, social innovation and craft,
the design intervention is a curated play walk in a local urban environment, inviting
participation, exploration and creative expression. Through a qualitative evaluation of
the intervention’s impact, there is an emergence of insights related to designing for
play in public space, leading to the elaboration of a set of design for play principles.
Keywords: play; public space; co-design; mental health

1. Introduction
Most of us know how it feels to play; a lightness, an in-the-moment-ness, a soulful, cellular
aliveness. This paper takes as its theme play as it is experienced by adults, and as its thesis
the notion that play is important and should be designed into our experience of public
spaces, with a nuanced and sensitive understanding of the factors enabling and inhibiting
play.
Far from its associations with triviality and silliness, play is positioned in this report as having
great significance, symptomatic of a healthy, happy society. It is associated with positive
physical and mental health, strong social and community relationships and creativity and
resilience. Author Miguel Sicart (2017, p.3) observes play as an existential mode, “a way of
being in the world”. Additionally, within the realm of academia, there “lacks a coherent body
of research” (Whitton, 2018, p.11) when it comes to play in adulthood. Most research
centres around child’s play and computer-interaction play. Thus, this work also responds to a
gap in research and practice that engages with localised, offline play for adults.
This paper will explore play within a landscape of conflicting contextual realities. On the one
hand we are playing more than ever, evident in the gaming and toy industries. Yet both
adults and children have less time and space for play. The paper will explore the following
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factors as indicators for play deprivation: the mental health crisis, the decline of free play for
children, the increasing privatisation of public space and the commercialisation of play. And
it is argued that our innate instinct to play is eroded by social, environmental, psychological
and political factors as we emerge into adulthood.
In an attempt to reverse this erosion and reposition play as worthy of investment personally, socially and politically - and of design intervention, the following question is
presented: how can we use experiential design to catalyse play as a transformative means of
relating, being and behaving in the world?
Taking play in adulthood as the geography, “in uncharted terrain you may have to take on
the role of cartographer” (Gray & Malins, 2014, p.32). As such, the scope of this project sits
within a cartography of interacting research and practice, with a contextual framework that
covers psychology, play theory, spatial theory, political ecology and urbanism. Then,
considering how play might be designed within adulthood, the methodology and design
approach are laid out. Following this, there will be an evaluation of a site-specific,
experiential play intervention for adults, the learnings of which will result in a set of play
design principles, applicable for other designers.

2. Contextual review
With the focus of this work as play in adulthood, this contextual review will provide a critical
infrastructure of literature, theories and thinking surrounding play. The contextual review
covers a meandering scope; this aims to reflect the complex reality of play’s position in a
social, environmental, spatial and political landscape. It matters how a practice such as play
is recognised as part of a multi-dimensional reality, composite of intersecting theories,
themes and histories.

2.1 Societal context
Play is considered “fundamental to the healthy development and wellbeing of individuals
and communities” (Play Principles Scrutiny Group, 2005). And yet, a brief glance at the
current state of wellbeing for children and adults alike would suggest that something playful
is amiss. In 2020, 65% of adults and 75% of young people with experience of mental health
problems reported that their mental health had declined during lockdown (Mind, 2020), and
one in six adults experienced depression in summer 2021 (ONS, 2021). Furthermore, despite
the child’s right to play (Young People’s Commissioner Scotland, no date), children are
allowed out for unsupervised play two years later than their parents’ generation (Dodd et al,
2021, p.18) and outdoor play has declined by 50% in a generation (The Real Play Coalition,
2021, p.14).
The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered drastic changes in terms of health, living conditions
and social life, leading to grief, loneliness and uncertainty. Play may offer a partial antidote
to these adversities. Tonkin and Whittaker (2016, p.xiii) respond to the idea of play’s role in
healthcare: given its core position within behavioural development and social relation
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building, play should be integrated into our professional systems - “investing in it, writing it
into policy and designing interventions around it”.

2.2 Play theory
Through the 19th and 20th centuries, theorists built upon ideas of the purpose of play in
children, most of whom cite developmental reasons, such as learning, risk-taking, social and
emotional skills (Rubin, 1982, p.4-13). Many theorists have attempted to define play; Roger
Caillois (2001, p.6) describes it as an activity or experience that is enjoyable and voluntary;
Johan Huizinga states that play is distinct from “ordinary” life”, it is “free”, and it is
“temporary” (1970, p.7-9); and Stuart Brown (2010, p.18) lists out properties that play
should be or have: apparently purposeless, voluntary, inherent attraction, freedom from
time, diminished consciousness of self, improvisational potential and continuation desire.
Yet, theorists also recognise play’s resistance to definition, or the “ambiguity of play”
(Sutton-Smith, 1997). This recognises its abstract, embodied and expansive nature, its
conceptually fluid boundaries and imaginative potential. Sicart (2014) gets closer to an
authentic representation, describing play as a state of mind and an expression or
manifestation of emotion.
Exploring play in an adult sphere, “[play] adorns life, amplifies it, and is to that extent a
necessity” and has intrinsic worth, outside of its developmental purpose, done for sheer
pleasure (Huizinga, 1949, p.8-9). For adults it is about “generating positive feelings in times
of hardship and adversity” (Sutton-Smith, 1997, as cited in Tonkin & Whitaker, 2016, p.6) or
for “the attainment of existential completeness” (Schiller, 1795, as cited in Tonkin &
Whitaker, 2016, p.6). Tonkin and Whitaker, however, note the autotelic nature of play: “we
play because we want to and because we can, not because we have to” (p.7).
As we grow into adults, on the one hand, play no longer serves the same developmental
needs. And on the other hand, we are told “that it is unproductive, a waste of time, even
sinful” (Brown, 2010, p.3). Charles Eisenstein (2013) writes that child’s play is “practice in the
exploration of limits, the loosening of inhibitions to creativity, the creative dialogue with the
environment, the reimagining of the world presented us”. This project extends Eisenstein’s
reading of play to adults, with pushing boundaries, fostering creativity, engaging with our
environments and reimagining the world as implicitly valuable traits for all ages.

2.3 The psychology of play
Play has been integrated into John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth’s Attachment Theory
(Bretherton, 1991). For Van Vleet and Feeney (2015, p.638) “attachment theory can be
expanded to incorporate play as an important and valued experience in close relationships
because it provides a context in which an individual can feel safe, learn, grow, and thrive”.
Additionally, secure emotional attachments have been connected to the ability to cope with
stress and anxiety (Whitebread, 2017, p.168); and a child or adult who is experiencing stress
or anxiety will find it difficult to engage in play.

3

Lorna Powell

2.4 Commercialisation of play
As a society we are playing more than ever, in the form of gaming and toys. However,
Deterding (2018, p.265) frames “hobbies, games, mass media consumption, travel or
festivals” as “alibis for adult play”. If play is predominantly understood as a childish pursuit,
it follows that adults need containers to justify their play, or “activity enclaves” (Cohen &
Tayler, 1976, p. 97, cited by Deterding, 2018, p.265). As adults are socialised out of play, and
we collectively experience “a sort of wilful amnesia for pure play experiences” (Brown, 2010,
p.78), the only permitted experiences of adult play are those that exist within economically
productive, socially accepted parameters.

2.5 A politics of play
LeFebvre provides a theoretical springboard to explore play as a spatial vector of human
experience through his concepts of “lived space” and the Right to the City. If “lived space” is
space given symbolic meaning by what happens within that space (LeFebvre, 1991, p.15),
and the Right to the City is a right “to urban life, to renewed centrality, to places of
encounter and exchange, to life rhythms and time uses” (Lefebvre, 1996, p. 179, cited by
Seixas, 2021, p.1), then play - in its spontaneous, autotelic, creatively expressive form,
essentially unproductive for the market - instills space with subversive meaning. Indeed,
Lefebvre “sees spontaneous and creative play as citizens” action (and imagination) in space,
with a potential to transform the city and disrupt capitalist norms” (Seixas, 2021, p.3).
And urban play approaches, bottom-up and participatory in their nature, such as “hackable
cities,” “playful citizens,” and “critical playable cities,” “allow for translating the right to the
city into practice” (Anastasiu, 2019, cited in Seixas, 2021, p.3) by reclaiming urban space for
disruption, creativity, socialising and play.
Play is both rendered a spatial subversion of capitalist norms, as well as a more generalised
resistance against the economic propulsion of modern Western existence. In an
environment where time and space are commodities, play resists the extractivist system of
capitalism through its autotelic nature, serving no other purpose than itself. Sicart (2014,
p.5) proposes we “reclaim play as a way of expression, a way of engaging with the world not as an activity of consumption, but as an activity of production”, which may be
interpreted as creative production.

3. Methodology
In order to build a framework of knowledge that would appropriately inform, shape and
evaluate my project, traditional qualitative research methods were employed, such as semi
structured interviews and questionnaires, as well as practice-based research, in the form of
co-design and prototyping.
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3.1 Secondary and primary research
The initial process of inquiry used desk research to collate academic and theoretical
literature relating to the scope of the theme of play.
In order to glean relevant and diverse knowledge on the nature of play, semi-structured
interviews were conducted via video call with stakeholders in the areas of psychology,
psychotherapy, art, design and urban play. The semi-structured nature of the interviews
allowed for flexible detours in a conversational format and significant quotes were
transcribed during the interviews. In order to understand the data collected within these
interviews, significant quotes were analysed and categorised into themes to collect insights
and findings.

3.2 Co-design and participatory design
Co-design was a core component within my methodology. In Design, When Everybody
Designs (2015, p.48), Ezio Manzini describes co-design as a “vast, multifaceted conversation
among individuals and groups", with processes that are characterised as being: “highly
dynamic", "creative and proactive” and "complex”. Thinking of co-design as a social
conversation, a workshop was designed and delivered with Second Life Club, an initiative of
F.A.T Studio, a Community Interest Company based on the Old Kent Road (see Figure 1). The
workshop incorporated “creative and proactive” activities, such as discussion, craft, games, a
circular walk of the local area, imagining and ideating playful hacks of the space, mapping,
reflection and prototyping, all centered around the notion of transforming a local public
space for play. This workshop was both process-oriented participatory design, in that
participation engagement was, itself, play, and outcome-oriented participatory design, in
that the discussion, visions, proposals and prototypes that emerged from the workshop
heavily informed the design outcome.
Co-design also became a form of play and in turn, play became an embodied research
principle within my methodology because the act of playing brought about insights, ideas
and collective experience. Play as a methodology was used again at the making phase of the
design process, as a collaboration evolved with two workshop participants to design and
make one of the final design artefacts, a large-scale parachute artwork, with craft
interpreted as a form of play.
Participatory design has been described as a “collective bricolage” in which individuals
“interrogate the heterogeneity of a situation...acknowledge their own position and then go
be yond it,...open it up to new meanings, new possibilities” (Petrescu, 2005, p.45). Indeed,
embedded within the co-design workshop and design intervention was an invitation to
question the heterogenous experience of public space, explore and modify it through play,
and ultimately inject spaces with new significance and potential.
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Figure 1. Second Life Club pilot workshop. Participants are walking around the local area, engaging in
spontaneous, organic play. BallooIn ns were decorated, taken on the walk and tied up.
Participants also used chalk to decorate the pavements and play games

3.4 Ethics and representation
In terms of ethics and representation, co-design may be positioned to represent the voices
of diverse participants within the research and design processes. In this vein, Elizabeth
Resnick (2016, p.61) states that process- and outcome-oriented participatory design “spring
from a democratic spirit of enabling the expression of many voices as opposed to a select
few”.
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3.5 Experimentation and evaluation
This project aligns with Frayling’s (1993) idea of research through design, whereby the
processes of design experiment and the evaluation of design are integrated into a coherent
research-design approach. Experimentation took the form of piloting the walk in the Second
Life Club, as well as the final design intervention walk being framed as an experiment into
adults' ability to engage in play, rather than a finished product. Furthermore, the evaluative
approach looks at the participative process and experience of the intervention, rather than
mere outcome. Referencing Petrescu’s thoughts on participative projects:
“As in bricolage, in participative projects, the process is somehow more important
than the result, the assemblage more important than the object, the
deterritorialisation more important than the construction of territories.” (Petrescu,
2005, p.45)

The project incorporated qualitative research methods for evaluation, in the form of:
•

Participant feedback forms - these used open ended questions to elicit
information around experience of play, public space, and personal anecdotes;

•

A poster supplied at the event to share thoughts (see Figure 2);

•

Organic feedback (social media, texts, soundbites from video footage);

•

Personal reflection;

•

Photography and video;

•

Participant observation.

Categorising data into themes, key quotes were analysed into key findings.

Figure 2. Poster at the Play As You Go event, the final design intervention. Participants were invited to
share their thoughts and experiences of the walk.
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4. Design approach
The design approach for this work draws on ideas of social innovation, resilience, placemaking and co-design. It also incorporates triangulated research from secondary literature
and theories as well as insights from interviews and workshops.

4.1 Social innovation and resilience
Manzini (2015, p.63) defines design for social innovation as “the expert design contribution
to a co-design process aiming at social change”. Framed as part of social innovation, co-de
sign processes have guided the shape and outcome of this design project.
Manzini claims that "in a resilient society, cultural diversity and creativity must flourish”,
indeed resilience is “ground for possible reconciliation...between human beings and the
irreducible complexity of our world” (p.22). In this instance, the capacity for play, within the
complex challenges of this world, is positioned as a marker of and means for building
resilience, with creativity a tool through which resilience is embedded into the project
outcome.

4.2 Locality and place-making
Another element of the design approach was local engagement and place-making,
interested in how we disrupt and create new meaning in urban settings. In order to do this,
the site of action was chosen in local proximity to F.A.T Studio, a design studio motivated by
a “shared enthusiasm for community life and DIY culture” (F.A.T Studio, 2021). Indeed,
Manzini observes how “the small-scale and interconnectedness of social organisations allow
them to be deeply rooted in place” (p.25). By working with local people and responding to
the local area, the studio creates a regenerative network of community, knowledge sharing,
place-making and belonging. By collaborating with one of the studio’s initiatives, Second Life
Club, this project also adopted their principles, co-designing with local people and
contributing to the sense of locality by holding workshops that took place in the surrounding
streets and park.

4.3 Orienting the intervention around theory
Responding to urban spatial movements and theory, an intervention was created to engage
with public space, whereby interaction with space is framed as resistant, radical and
creative. The intervention sought to explore how space can be transformed through play
and subsequently question the power relations implicit within space and the potential
alternative arrangements of space. Indeed, play as an "urban design consideration, which
shapes our daily movements, interactions and experiences” (Donoff & Bridgman, 2017,
p.297) offers an alternative to prescriptive infrastructure and behavioural norms that inhabit
public spaces.
There was also relevant engagement with Sicart’s notion of playful design when designing
the play interactions:
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“Playful designs are by definition ambiguous, self-effacing, and in need of a user who
will complete them...In fact, what playful design focuses on is the awareness of
context as part of the design. Rather than imposing a context, playful designs open
themselves up to interpretation; they suggest their behaviours to their users, who are
in charge of making them meaningful. Playful designs require a willing user, a comrade
in play.” (Sicart, 2014, p.31)

Sicart emphasises the role of contexts in which design sits. As “architects of play”, designers
“give a space for people to explore and express themselves and the right props to do so”
(p.91). As such, the design intervention provided the space and the props for participants to
interpret and provide with their own meaning.
Several theories directly relating to play were also applicable when designing this
intervention. De Valk et al’s (2015, p.107) Stages of Play model contains three stages:
invitation, exploration, immersion. Participants were invited to engage in play as much or as
little as they liked, recognising that play is voluntary and there can be psychological barriers
to play. Participants were each given a map that would guide them around the play
intervention. The map gave participants instructions, providing guidance in a situation which
might have felt daunting. As Walsh (2017, p.11) states in his writing about Play Enablers,
“slowly easing people into play, rather than expecting them to quickly take part in
unstructured play was an important way of transitioning from a non-play to a more playful
state”. The map and the early play prompts (see Figure 12) allowed participants to build up
to a more exploratory playful state as the walk progressed. The majority of the play
interactions were based in an open space in the park. With multiple, concentrated play
opportunities, the hope was for exploratory play to evolve into more immersive play. The
play interactions were designed around Brown’s (2010) play personalities in an attempt to
appeal to different participants’ play styles.
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Figure 3. Digital version of the Play As You Go booklet, including an introduction, a map and the play
prompts.

4.4 Orienting the intervention around primary insights
Insights from the semi-structured interviews conducted included:
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•

Play is linked to psychology, childhood experiences and attachment style;

•

All adults have innate access to play;

•

Play can be induced or restricted by design;
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•

Socialisation and play’s value in society affects people’s level of engagement
with and instinct to play.

As such, there was a recognition that a play design intervention may be restricted by the
behavioural psychology of participants, and that a short-term, public-facing intervention
could not respond to deeper therapeutic needs. However, adults do innately have the ability
to play, and design can facilitate or impede that.

4.5 The intervention
The design outcome became a play walk around Old Kent Road, called Play As You Go, in
which over 50 participants walked the predetermined, circular route. The walk, a
“collaborative encounter” (Manzini, 2015, p.93), started at AMP Studios. Participants were
invited to engage with the various play interactions along the way. The interactions
included:
•

Welcome table, map and chalk for drawing (see Figure 4)

•

Play prompts pinned up along the route (see Figure 5)

•

Clay figurines hidden at points along the route (see Figure 6)

•

Chalk drawing in the park (see Figure 7)

•

Weaving yarn on the fence (see Figure 8)

•

Skateboard race (see Figure 9)

•

Egg and spoon race (see Figure 10)

•

A hanging installation of play objects e.g. frisbee, connect 4, cat’s cradle,
bubbles (see Figure 11)

•

A joke wall (see Figure 12)

•

A craft table (see Figure 13)

•

A parachute game (see Figure 14)
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Figure 4. Welcome table for participants to take a map and some chalk and draw on the ‘Class of
Play’ tea towel.

Figure 5. A play prompt pinned up in the Lidl car park.
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Figure 6. One of the clay figurines hidden along the route.

Figure 7. Chalk drawing in the park that reads: Lovely trees.
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Figure 8. Participants weave on the fence.

Figure 9. Skateboard race. Children from the local area play with participants.
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Figure 10. Three participants engage in the egg and spoon race.

Figure 11. Participants gather at the hanging installation of play objects. Here they are playing
Connect 4.
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Figure 12. The joke wall. Participants were invited to write and pin up jokes or riddles.

Figure 13. The craft table. Participants were invited to use the crafts to make a memento or just have
fun.
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Figure 14. Participants play with the parachute.

5. Evaluation of impact, findings, and limitations
Through empirical analysis of feedback forms, photo and videos, participant observation and
personal reflection, an analysis is presented of the impact relating to the participative
process and experience of the event itself, and how it might have catalysed a shift in
participants beyond the event. The impact can be categorised into two broad themes:
1. Positive experiences of the event through the medium of play;
2. Insights into the nuances of play.

5.1 Findings related to positive experiences of play during the event
Positive indicators of play or transformative experiences through play were observed in and
mentioned by participants. Findings will be presented in an order moving from inner
experience of play to more outwards experiences of play:
Invocation of nostalgia, childhood memory, as well as the inner child
Participant feedback revealed an interaction between memory, time, public space and play
potential: “the invitation to play made me feel nostalgic and think back to a time when these
settings would actually be fun.. For example, being in a car park and making up games with
your imagination whilst waiting for your parents to finish a food shop”. Several participants
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also made mention to waking up the inner child and one participant "truly felt like a lil boy
again”.
Understanding the value of play
Multiple participants reported “liberating” as a common feeling of play, with one participant
observing that the autotelic nature of play, “that same aimlessness was itself liberating”.
Another “didn’t care what anyone thought!” The correlation between potential judgement
of others and inhibited behaviour is evident, as is the power of play to dissolve that
correlation.
Increased awareness of how adulthood shapes ability and instinct to play
One participant commented that “all judgement and inhibition left me and I was free again
from the heavy burden of adulthood”, revealing correlation between adulthood, self-aware
ness and play. Another noted how they had coded existing infrastructure such as “concrete
chess boards, adult gyms” as “adult activities with adult objectives rather than just for the
sake of play”. Here, Deterding’s idea that adult play must have an alibi is evident, whereby
“pure” autotelic enjoyment sits at odds with adult identity claims of responsibility,
productivity, and self-regulation.
Simply, despite what may be coded into adult behaviour through socialisation, a participant
commented: “you’re never too old for play”.
Emergence of organic play
Several critical moments of spontaneous, creative and organic play emerged from the play
interactions.
In "open-ended play” (Bekker et al, 2009, p.385), whereby interactions have no explicit
direction or rules attached, players construct their own games and rules. Evolved from one
of the more open-ended activities - weaving on the fence - this series of photos and text (see
Figures 15-16) reveals a new game as well as the negotiation of rules and strategy within
play, where participants had to jump and attach the rope to the fence at the highest point.
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Figure 15. Participants play new game, in stages.
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Figure 16. Participants conversation about the new game.

A parkour-style game also emerged (see Figures 17-19), initiated by a participant’s question,
“Do you reckon you could jump that?” “That” referring to the metal bike racks.

Figure 17. Initiation of parkour game.

This gave way to more engagement with this infrastructure, as participants explored how
else they might play, asking each other questions that invited more play:
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Figure 18. Participant conversation about the parkour game.

Figure 19. Participants playing parkour game.

In both instances, the presence of materials and infrastructure, combined with a playful
environment and permission to play, facilitates the emergence of organic play. Although the
participants are adults, similar patterns of child play present themselves; creativity,
invitation, exploration, negotiation of rules, evolution, cooperation and learning.
Participants filled the play space with their own meaning, arguably reclaiming their right to
the city through and for unproductive encounters.
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Social and collaborative forms of play
Bekker et al’s (2009, p.386) third design value9 of creating social player-interaction patterns
and Parten’s (1932, cited in Bekker et al, 2009, p.392) classifications of play participation10
is evident in participant feedback, in the form of “onlooker behaviour”: "[I enjoyed]
watching the interactions between people, especially those who had started the day as
strangers and were able to bond over play” and "cooperative play” (Parten, 1932, cited in
Bekker et al, 2009, p.392): "it felt like a real team play activity”.
Social interaction through play
De Valk et al (2015, p.109) note how play enables social and emotional skills. Participants
noted how play served as a tool to facilitate social interaction: “so beautiful meeting people
through the medium of play” and “Having play as a common objective made it easier to chat
to strangers.”
Local community engagement
Participants reported a sense of community between participants and non-participants, “the
local kids joining was a lovely moment”. Other personal anecdote revealed local community
engagement.
Transformed experience of public space
One participant commented that the event gave them “a greater sense of ownership over
public spaces”, and another commented on a renewed perspective of the city, saying they
will “look at the sites I pass everyday in a new light, as up for interpretation, instead of being
purely purpose built”. Here, we may interpret LeFebvre’s right to the city in action.
For one participant, the event made them reflect on their experiences of public, urban space
as “very dominated by getting from a to b, and this felt completely different to that”, and for
another, “it brought a feeling of calm to usual stressful situations - a busy road, a car park
etc - places which I would not usually associate with being very playful as I've grown older.”

5.2 Insights into nuances of play
Feedback from participants also revealed the nuances of play:
Self-consciousness and deeper psychological contours affect play
Several participants reported feeling self-conscious during the event, with reasons such as:
“being in a big group”, “everyone else seems knew each other before”, the forced nature of
structured play and how much fellow participants immersed themselves.
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Based on deeper psychological variables, such as mood on the day, insecurities about
themself, general social anxiety and the socialisation of adults out of play, participants felt,
to varying degrees, feelings of self-consciousness or awkwardness.
Play personalities were expressed through engagement with different interactions.
In line with Brown’s (2010, p.65-71) play personalities, participants expressed varying levels
of interest and engagement with different play interactions. For example, the “yarn
spinning” due to its “creative freedom” or the “parachute game” as “it’s a group game” or
“was so nostalgic”. One participant also reflected on this divergent engagement, noticing
“how people enjoy different aspects of ‘play’ - some like weaving whereas others really
enjoyed more ‘childish’ games.”
Permission as a requisite to play.
The notion of permission, through an axis of time and space, is contested in adult hood with
play generally regarded as peripheral to the real business of life. By carving out time and
space, in the form of an event, a guided route and an express invitation to move through the
public space playfully, permission was granted for participants to play.
One participant “felt like I was given permission to be silly and play which we aren’t normally
as adults”, and another noticed that “social conditioning seems to play a part i.e. adults may
be more likely to play where given express permission.”

5.3 Limitations
The following limitations of the design intervention and of evaluation as a research practice
are noted:
•

The evaluation is based on a temporary intervention. For longer term impact
the intervention could be installed on a longer-term basis.

•

Psychological barriers to play, such as lack of secure attachment resulting in
anxiety, might need a deeper form of intervention.

•

The “success” of the intervention relied somewhat on it facilitated nature.
Time and space were carved out for play, giving distinct permission to the
participants to play spontaneously. Arguably urban hacking for play needs to
consider instruction and permission construction to engage adults in
immersive and creative play.

•

Evaluation as a practice tries to resolve itself as a sum of multiple parts, but
summarising multiple experiences inevitably loses the uniqueness of
individual experiences. We must “recognise the impossibility of ‘knowing
other minds’ (Fernandez, 1995, p.25) and acknowledge that the sense we
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make of research participants’ words and actions is ‘an expression of our own
consciousness’ (Cohen and Rapport, 1995, p.12)” (Pink, 2007, p.22).
•

Accessibility should have been considered earlier within the co-design process
as to ensure inclusivity of the event – some activities may not have been
possible for those with accessibility needs. Although no participants had any
mobility or accessibility issues that were made aware of, and the more
dynamic displays of play were participant-led, accessibility should be baked
into the entire design process. This reflection will be taken forward into any
iterations of the event.

6. Conclusion
This project has probed how we might use participatory and experiential design to catalyse
play as a transformative means of relating, being and behaving in the world. In order to
investigate this approach, play is situated within a landscape of social, psychological,
environmental and political contexts, literature and theories. Then, informed by a
methodology and design approach of co-design, participation and experimentation, the
design intervention is presented; a site-specific, experiential play walk.
An initial, and simplified, reading of the data does suggest a level of “success”, in that play
was “achieved” and participants reported positive experiences of playful interactions.
However, it may be more astute to observe that while the design intervention also revealed
play’s nuanced and expansive nature. As such, as designers, we must constantly respond to
complexity, resisting the urge to form narrow approaches for convenience, instead engaging
with the depth and width of the human experience that participants bring to our designs. As
such, the conclusion of this project bears witness to that experience; rather than honing in
on measurements of success, an emergence of truths through a set of Design for Play
Principles (see Figure 20) seems more appropriate.
As Sicart (2014, p.30) notes, how we play is "attached to our own sentimental, moral, and
political memories. Who we are is also who plays, the kind of person we let loose when we
play.” Play holds significant agency in transforming how we relate to ourselves, others and
the world. Yet, our ability to play is already affected by a range of psychological, societal and
political subtleties that influence how we relate to ourselves, others and the world. So, this
design intervention has attempted to break down, call into question and reconfigure some
of those structures.
Moving forward, the project proposes an increased provision of resources for playful urban
design considerations. Crucially, the project encourages designers to embrace the nuance of
human experience implicit in complexity and invites play designers to frame play as a critical
mode through which they question existing societal, spatial, and political structures that
perpetuate poor mental health and wellbeing, inequalities, and environmental
mismanagement.
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Figure 20. Design for Play Principles
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